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Years ago I went to visit a family in crisis. The husband was in the hospital, there were two small children. The wife was under enormous pressure going back and forth to the hospital, plus getting the children to school and then to after-school care with neighbors and friends. She was emotionally depleted, frustrated and near the breaking point. I asked if she could use some help from the church. Finally she lifted her head and said, “It’s hard for me to ask. I guess I need a theology of asking!”
 
Sometimes we learn not to ask. How many times have we heard someone say, “Don’t ask someone else for help. Do it yourself.” We’re often encouraged to be strong and self-sufficient. It’s a Lone Ranger mentality. Go take care of it yourself! Whatever the task to be done, we convince ourselves that should never ask someone else for help. Asking for help feels like a sign of weakness.
 
Sometimes we take this same attitude to avoid even going to a medical doctor. We may be feeling puny, our neck hurts, back hurts, and we put off asking for help. “Maybe it will go away.” Then someone may finally push us to go ask for help.
 
We have trouble asking; we are reluctant about asking. We have two major committees in our church whose main job is asking---the Nominating Committee and Stewardship Committee. And we usually have difficulty finding people to serve on those two committees. Why? 
Their job is asking. The Nominating Committee asks us to give our time and energy to a ministry, a committee, or some area of leadership; Stewardship Committee asks us to give our money to support the church’s ministry. (And most of us are uncomfortable asking for money).
 
It’s hard to ask. We are reluctant to ask—for help, for guidance, for assistance, for money. But as one of my Walltown minister friends frequently says, quoting the Book of James in the Bible: “Ask not, receive not.” (James 2:4) The RSV says, “You do not have because you do not ask.” If we are going to receive the help we need, we’ve got to have a theology of asking.
 
What can we do to feel freer about asking for the help we need? It’s a theological matter, a spiritual matter. We get some clues about asking if we look at our relationship with God. What do we ask God for? We all probably have frustrating moments when we pray for some rather odd things. I once knew a person who prayed for parking spaces to appear in crowded parking lots. Some have asked God for a good fishing spot where the fish are biting, or for a new job, or for perseverance to reach the next birthday. 
 
We sometimes ask for some peculiar things. Recently a person asked me to pray for “my Tampa Bay Buccaneers to win the Super Bowl.” I told my brash friend that God had more important things to do than to help a football team win. But---the Buccaneers won by a wide margin, so maybe some of those asking prayers got through on Super Bowl Sunday.
 
What do we ask God for? Our Scripture lesson today involves asking for healing. (Mark 1:40-45) 
A leper comes to Jesus asking him, even begging him, to heal him from leprosy. This disease affected the skin, with sores developing, eventually disfiguring the body. The disease was contagious, so lepers were shunned, ignored, discriminated against. They were isolated, kept at a distance. There was an elaborate ritual spelled out in the Book of Leviticus, requiring the leper to go to a priest for repeated visits, and the priest would tell the leper to go wash in the river for so many times. Lepers knew they were supposed to go through this lengthy process of purification.
 
But in our story the leper comes to Jesus and asks him for healing. 
“If you choose, Jesus, you can make me clean.” In other words, Jesus could by-pass the priestly ritual and cure the man. 
 
What’s amazing here is that Jesus reached out and touched the man. Touching a leper was absolutely forbidden. Then he said, “Be made clean. Be healed. Be made whole.” And the man was healed. 
Jesus told him to tell no one, but to go show the priest that he was healed. Jesus knew that by healing the leper, he was going against the system; he was breaking the tradition and healing without involving the priest’s ritual. Here was another way that Jesus got into trouble with the authorities.
 
This healing happened only because the leper asked to be healed. What can we learn from this story about how we can develop a theology of asking? First, the man showed up. He managed to get himself to the place where Jesus was present. Since as a leper he was usually ostracized, it was an amazing accomplishment for him to show up in Jesus’ presence.
 
Showing up, hanging around Jesus and his people, is the first step. We need to put ourselves in a place where healing is more likely to happen.
 
Once he showed up, then the leper asked. The text says he begged, which means pleading---fervent, extended asking. Some of us have been socialized not to ask, to tough it out and try to do it ourselves. 
But the leper found the courage to ask. 
 
One of the obstacles to asking is that we can easily settle into a state of helplessness---a victim position. We can allow ourselves to be victimized by our illness or situation in life. We can get stuck in isolation and bitterness. “No one will help me. No one cares for me.” So the “poor me’s” set in, and then we wallow in our misery, depressed and stuck in a victim mentality.
 
The man with leprosy had likely gone through this victim stage. I’m guessing that he had grown tired of being a victim. So he found the strength to put himself in the presence of Jesus. He took initiative, and he found the courage to ask for what he needed.
 
Asking is a great strength! After he asked Jesus for help, I think Jesus might have said to the man, “Congratulations! You have just shown great strength by asking.” If he had not asked, he would have remained in a weakened, victim state. 
But the leper reached down and did something different than wallowing in his misery. He ASKED for healing. When you ask, you’re already on the road to wholeness.
 
When we ask, we are already taking charge of our life. We are already activating the healing possibilities within us. We are already moving toward health. It may help us to know that the root word for health is also the root word for healing, wholeness and holiness. They’re all related. When we ask for healing, we’re already moving toward health, wholeness, and holiness—nearness to God.
 
All my life I’ve heard the saying, “Be careful what you ask for, you may surely get it.” We all need to make careful discernment about what we ask for. We might be a bit flippant and ask for a better job or better weather. But what is the central reality we ask for?
 
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel was near the end of his life, recovering from a heart attack, pondering his life as he neared death. He told a friend, “When I regained consciousness, my first feelings were not of despair or anger. I felt only gratitude to God for my life, for every moment I had lived….I have seen so many miracles in my lifetime.” Then he paused and said “This is what I meant when I wrote: ‘I did not ask for success. I asked for wonder. And You gave it to me.’”
 
Rabbi Heschel asked for wonder--- heightened awareness, awe, and gratitude for the ordinary miracles in the present moment.
 
What do we ask for? We might ask for healing. We might ask for wonder. In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus summed up what we are to ask for: “Seek first the kingdom of God… and all these things (material goods and spiritual gifts) will be given to you as well.” (Matthew 6:33)
 
We say the same thing when we pray the Lord’s Prayer: We ask, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done.”
 
When we ask for God’s rule, God’s realm first, we are asking to be rooted and grounded in God. We are asking to be rooted and grounded in the Peaceable Kingdom, the Beloved Community, where the scourge of hatred, violence and war is removed.
 
When we ask for God’s Kingdom, we are asking that we be aware of what already exists—that we are in communion with God, and this connectedness with God gives us heightened awareness of life flowing into us and through us and among us. A sense of wonder! One prayer asks, “May I experience the joy of life in your presence.” (See William Shannon, Silence on Fire: The Prayer of Awareness)
 
But what do we do about all the anxiety of war and terror that is around us now? What do we do about the troubling fears that have now driven us to buy up all the duct tape in the city to tape up our windows and doors in case of chemical or biological weapons that could be released by terrorists? What do we do with our anxiety and fear?
 
The old song says, “Take it to the Lord in prayer.” We name the fear and anxiety, and we release it. We ask! We ask for God’s presence to keep expanding and deepening within and around us.
 
We ask to sink deeper into God’s grace and goodness. “Sinking into God” is the term used by Meister Eckhart, the mystic.
 
From these words a friend recently gave me an image for all our asking. He said, “I imagine that I am a water lily, rooted and grounded beneath the water, in the mud of the earth. On the surface of the water, there are various ripples and waves. Storms may churn, and the water can be choppy. But the lily stays unshaken. Why? Because we are rooted and grounded; we have asked to keep firmly connected to our roots, to find our life beneath all surface events. We are not defined by the surface events. We are defined by being rooted in God.
 
That’s why we ask, “Let me sink into you, God.” What I ask for is God alone, to stay rooted in God. And from that place of constant communion, I ask for peace. I ask for wonder---to be awake, aware, mindful of the healing miracles all around us.
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